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1 
Introduction 
 
Though Europe has been weathered by a 
number of politcal, economic and social storms 
in recent years, such as the Great Recession, the 
migration crisis and the challenges posed by 
Brexit, yet, the EU continues on a stable path of 
economic recovery, closer cooperation and 
cohesion. However, the legacy of the 2008 
crisis lives on in the number of young people, 
aged 16-25, who still are long-term unemployed 
(Cegolon, 2018b).  
Very critical is this unsolved issue. To the 
European Union the cost of jobless youth is 
enormous: one estimate puts the annual cost of 
the NEET population - in terms of both direct 
costs and lost output - at €153 billion, or 
roughly 1.2 % of European GDP (Eurofound, 
2012). No less serious  is the problem at an 
individual level. Studies of the generation 
coming of age in the 1980s have found that 
those enduring a period of unemployment 
before age 23 suffer long term consequences, 
earning 12 to 15 percent less than their peers at 
age 42. Working in interim or part-time jobs at 
a young age has a similar impact. An extra year 
of tenure in a job in the first five years after 
leaving education is linked to an increase in 
adult wages of 7 to 13 percent for men and 12 to 
24 percent for women (Neumark, 2002). 
The conventional wisdom, of course, is that the 
financial crisis and slow growth are the reason 
why so many are finding it difficult to find 
stable, full-time work, that is of the kind that 
will allow them to raise families and evolve into 
a productive adulthood. This is true, of course, 
but the story is a bit more complex. With so 
many young people trying to get a job, one 
The School-Work Alternation, an opportunity 
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Andrea Cegolon  
 
 
La recente decisione del Governo di ridimensionare lo schema dell’alternanza scuola lavoro, introdotta dalla 
Legge N. 107/2005 (detta anche Buona Scuola), riducendo sia il numero delle ore spese dagli studenti nelle 
strutture ospitanti sia i fondi disponibili di più del 50%, è alquanto discutibile. Il punto sollevato da questo 
articolo è che tale proposta sia una cattiva notizia, il tentativo di tornare ad una situazione pre Buona Scuola, 
quando la scelta dell’alternanza era demandata all’autonomia delle singole istituzioni. Comunque, al di là di 
alcune debolezze e difficoltà, peraltro inevitabili nella fase iniziale, l’obbligatorietà dei percorsi di alternanza, 
previsti dalla Buona Scuola, ha prodotto risultati incoraggianti, aiutando gli studenti ad accedere più 
facilmente al mercato del lavoro (AlmaDiploma, 2019). Questo articolo intende mettere in evidenza i potenziali 
benefici dell’alternanza scuola lavoro, la quale rappresenta una reale opportunità per ammodernare il sistema 
educativo italiano. Attraverso questo strumento, infatti, è la prima volta che, in un modo o nell’altro, le imprese 
partecipano attivamente alla progettazione formativa, e sono spinte a creare una vera sinergia tra il sistema 
educativo e il mondo del lavoro.  
 
 
The recent decision by the Government to downsize the school-work alternation (SWA) scheme, set out in Law 
No. 107/2015 (so called “The Good School”), by cutting the number of hours spent by students in host 
organizations plus the reduction of funds by more than 50%, is questionable. The point made by this article is 
that this proposal is a bad news, a return to the pre Good School situation, when SWA existed only in the form 
of optional projects, in the autonomy of individual institutions. However, beyond some weaknesses and 
difficulties, inevitable at an early stage, the mandatory courses of SWA, introduced by “The Good School”, 
have produced encouraging results, helping students to more easily enter the labor market (AlmaDiploma,  
2019). This papers aims at highlighting the potential benefits of the SWA which represents a real opportunity to 
modernize the Italian school system. Through this tool, indeed, it is the first time that in one way or another 
firms are directly involved in the training design, and pushed to create a true linkage between the work and 
education systems.  
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2 
might assume youth unemployment to be purely 
an issue of demand on one side and on the other 
that employers would be able to cherry-pick 
excellent talent at modest cost. However, an 
overriding reason for young people being held 
back is a lack of relevant skills fit to the 
workplace, even in countries with slack labour 
market. According to a recent McKinsey report, 
in many European countries most employers — 
around 60% — are not confident they could 
find enough applicants with the right skills to 
meet their business need (Mourshed et al., 
2014). 
Among European partners, Italy is one of the 
country with the higher youth unemployment 
rate (more than 30%); nevertheless employers 
still complain they cannot find suitable entry-
level hires. Furthermore almost half Italian 
employers report that their businesses are being 
hurt by their inability to find the right workers 
(Ibidem, pp. 66-67). 
In effect many employers avoid to hire because 
they feel that young people leaving the 
education system lack the practical skills they 
need for the labour market (Clark and 
Whitelegg, 1998). Once in employment, indeed, 
youth need to be trained in order to keep up 
with the changing nature of jobs. Thus learning 
is no longer considered a preparatory stage prior 
to employment, but  increasingly seen as a 
constituent part of working life (Nijhof and 
Nieuwenhuis, 2008). In this context, to improve 
students prospects, education providers should 
work more closely with employers to make sure 
they are offering courses really helping young 
people ready for the labour market. These 
considerations, together with other factors, have 
led to greater recognition in the political and 
academic debate of the importance of the 
learning processes taking place in the workplace 
(European Commission, 2013). 
The latest European guidelines for education 
and training emphasize the importance of the 
work-related learning. One of the pillars of 
“Europe 2020 - A strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth” is workplace learning 
(European Commission Communication, 2010). 
Both of these concepts exceed the purely 
instrumental dimension of skills, competences, 
attitudes and values developed by learning. 
Since its launch in 2010, the Europe 2020 
strategy, then translated into the program 
“Education and Training 2020” - 2009/ C119/02 
-, stressed the need to foster employability and 
support the transitions of young people to a 
productive and meaningful life. From this 
perspective, it is necessary to ensure the 
development of job readiness of young people, 
through the definition of appropriate measures 
and devices enhancing the relationship between 
education and labour market. 
In 2013 it was launched a summary document 
of the European positions on on the job 
training, the European Alliance for 
Apprenticeships, which deals  in particular with 
the use of the apprenticeship institute and, more 
generally, of all the work-based learning tools. 
The Alliance is in the form of a “joint 
declaration” in which the European social 
partners are directly involved. With the 
declaration of 15 October 2013, the European 
Council specified that all the “work-based” 
educational pathways are the most effective 
tools to promote youth employment, in 
particular, thanks to the development of skills 
required and relevant in the labor market 
(European Commision, 2017). Therefore, 
Europe has decidedly directed itself towards the 
diffusion of on the job training in view of 
fighting against youth unemployment. 
In order to face these challenges, the Italian 
policy has been trying to implement, since 
2003, a didactic program known as “school-
work alternation”. The emphasis is on the idea 
of the alternation between classroom work and 
periods of workplace training. Since then many 
fragmented experiences have been realised in 
different Italian regions - in particular in 
Lombardia (Assolombarda, 2016) - but without 
an organic and coherent school-work alternation 
system, at least until 2015. On 13 July 2015, 
indeed, the Italian government adopted a reform 
of the national education and training system 
(so-called “The Good School”), which 
reintroduces and boosts the school-work 
alternation (from this point on SWA). 
This article, based on the national and 
international literature, aims at highlighting the 
potential benefits of the SWA. In the first 
section we outline, from a regulatory point of 
view, the laws regulating this topic since 1997 
with the Law no. 176, until the recent 2019 
Budget Law which has streamlined the SWA. 
The second section puts forward data of 
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3 
schools, students and organizations involved in 
SWA in the period 2014-2017. The following 
section refers to the educational analysis of the 
SWA, underlining that SWA is an expression of 
a particular vision: both surpassing the 
traditional division of education and work and 
helping young learners to integrate into society 
and labour market. Some final considerations 
end the article. 
 
 
1. The SWA regulation 
 
As an educational method, the SWA allows 
students attending upper secondary schools 
(vocational institutes, technical schools and 
lyceum schools) to carry out a part of the 
training course at a company or an institution. It 
is, therefore, a tool to combine the theoretical 
classroom study (scholastic preparation) with 
practical learning forms implemented in a 
professional context (assisted experiences in the 
workplace); instrumental for students to acquire 
knowledge, skills and competences useful for 
the development of their professionalism. 
In this context, it is important to distinguish 
SWA from internship and apprenticeship. 
When compared to internship, SWA is expected 
as a more structured and systematic learning 
pathway; mandatory, it is a strong 
organisational commitment related to long 
period (three years) learning experiences. In this 
sense, SWA has become an integral part of the 
didactic methodology of the upper secondary 
education and training cycle, while internship is 
usually a tool to help young people to enter the 
labor market through training and work. It is not 
a working relationship and this tells how SWA 
differs from apprenticeship which is, in fact, an 
employment relationship including a training 
plan in the contract. Differently from 
apprenticeship, students involved in SWA 
pathways are never workers; but learners of 
competences consistent with the chosen course 
of study or to key competences. Furthermore, it 
is up to SWA to offer working experiences to 
all students of upper secondary schools while 
apprenticeship involve only those students 
expressing a specific interest by means of an 
individual request, subscribed also by parents in 
case of minors. 
The law of 24 June 1997, No. 196 “Rules on the 
promotion of employment”, had already 
emphasized the need for provisions aiming at 
implementing moments of “alternation between 
study and work” in order to “facilitate 
professional choices through direct knowledge 
of the world of work, through initiatives of 
practical internships and internships in favor of 
subjects after completing the compulsory 
education under the law of 31 December 1962, 
n. 1859” in compliance with the general 
principles and criteria identified by the same 
Law (see Article 18, “Training and orientation 
apprenticeships”). 
With the Law of 28 March 2003, No. 53 
“Delegation to the  Government for the 
definition of the general rules on education and 
the essential levels of services in the field of 
vocational education and training”, the SWA is 
intended as a way to set up the second cycle 
paths (see Article 4, “Procedures for realization 
of upper secondary school level”). The modality 
is subsequently regulated by the Legislative 
Decree 15 April 2005 No. 77, “Definition of the 
general norms related to the school-work 
alternation, in accordance with article 4 of the 
Law of 28 March 2003, No. 53”. Here the SWA 
is outlined as an educational methodology of the 
educational system, apt to give to students in 
the fifteenth year of age the chance to spend, 
within the scholastic path, periods of learning in 
work situations, which nevertheless do not 
constitute individual relationship of work. 
Thanks to their autonomy the individual 
educational institution are to establish  
agreements  with  companies  and  organise,  
together  with  the  chosen company, a 
partnership for the definition of the training 
needs of the territory, the curricular co-
planning, disbursement and evaluation of the 
activity. 
Even if well designed, the SWA introduced by 
the Law 53/2003 has been a minor aspect of the 
Italian education system, often disregarded, 
since most recent years: in July 2015, the new 
Law “Reform of the national learning and 
training system and mandate to reorganise the 
legislative framework” (Law 107/2015, so-
called “The Good School”) has made it 
compulsory for all students attending the last 
three years of upper secondary school to take 
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4 
part in a SWA scheme for at least 200 hours in 
general education schools (lyceums) and 400 
hours in technical and vocational schools. The 
reform and operational guidelines’ provide 
definitions and rules for SWA. The SWA paths 
include activities to be carried out inside the 
school, such as orientation, training meetings 
and learning modules to prepare for the 
internships and the internships themselves to be 
conducted in the hosting organisations. The 
Law also widens the working sectors of the 
hosting organisations involved: not only private 
companies of the commercial, industrial, craft 
and agricultural sectors, but also professional 
boards, public bodies, museums and 
archaeological sites (mainly in the Southern part 
of Italy which, as widely known, suffer  from 
poor industrialisation), other public or private 
institutes operating in the cultural heritage and 
activities sectors, artistic and musical sectors, 
environmental heritage and sport promotion 
sectors. 
Internships can be realised during the academic 
year or during the interruption of the didactic 
activities (e.g. summer holidays). They can also 
be carried out in other countries or in Virtual 
Training Companies (virtually created within 
the school with the support of a real company 
and a company tutor), a kind of laboratories 
where to experience all the specific functions of 
a company. 
Schools and hosting organizations sign specific 
agreements and, at the end of the paths, students 
get a Certificate of attendance and a Certificate 
of the acquired competences and education 
credits. 
Furthermore, the same Law provides for the 
implementation of a National Register of 
organisations claiming training capacity, held 
by the chamber of commerce: a tool to ease the 
encounter between hosting organisations and 
schools. 
Finally, as defined by the Budget Law 2019, the 
SWA faces important changes: new name: 
“Paths for transversal competences and 
guidance” – the time extension - fewer hours: 
90 hours in lyceum schools, 150 hours in 
technical schools and 210 hours in vocational 
schools. 
The new regulations are of immediate 
application. By the end of February (except for 
extensions) a decree of the Ministry of 
Education will define the new guidelines. 
While awaiting the decree, the compulsory 
nature of the new routes remains certain, as 
reiterated by the Minister of Education himself. 
As a proof of tasks and  operationality of the 
SWA, the candidates will have to discuss their 
SWA experiences when sitting for final oral 
exam next June at the end of the school cycle. 
 
 
2. Schools, students and organizations 
involved in SWA 
 
Data regarding the participation of both schools, 
students and organizations in the SWA are 
remarkable. 
In the school year 2014/2015 only 42% of 
schools were involved in SWA programs. 
Nevertheless, after the implementation of Law 
No. 107/2015 and the introduction of the 
obligation to develop SWA pathways, the 
numbers of schools have increased to 87% in 
the school year 2015/16 and to 89% the 
following year (see Table 1). 
Obviously there are some variation in the 
country. The highest number of schools 
involved were in the following regions: Molise, 
Umbria, Puglia, Emilia Romagna, Piemonte and 
Basilicata. Campania, Sicily and Lazio featured 
the lowest percentages. 
 
Tab. 1 – Upper secondary schools with SWA 
pathways in the 3rd, 4rd and 5rd classes. School 
years 2015/16 – 2016/17 
 
 
 2015/16  2016/17  
Regions Schools % Schools % 
 
Piemonte 
 
383 
 
93.4 
 
382 
 
94.1 
Lombardia 888 92.4 904 92.6 
Veneto 420 91.7 414 91.8 
Friuli V.G. 127 93.4 121 89.6 
Liguria 124 91.2 125 88.7 
Emilia 
Rom. 
316 93.5 326 94.5 
T scana 342 91.7 330 90.4 
Umbria 93 94.9 93 94.9 
Marche 171 91.9 172 92.5 
Lazio 550 86.1 565 87.9 
Abruzzo 149 88.7 151 92.1 
Molise 45 97.8 46 97.9 
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Campania 667 73.6 670 74.0 
Puglia 458 90.5 473 94.6 
Basilicata 102 91.1 107 94.7 
Calabria 281 90.1 279 90.3 
Sicilia 592 77.9 646 87.1 
Sardegna 203 91.4 197 89.5 
Italia 5,911 87.4 6,001 88.9 
 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2016, 2018). 
 
As can be seen in Table 2, the students in 3rd, 
4rd and 5rd classes of upper secondary 
education institutes who participated in SWA 
programs raised from 273,115 (only 18.55% of 
total) in the school year 2014/15 to 937,976 
(65.2 %) in 2016/17. 
In particular, the students attending the 3rd 
class, for whom the participation in SWA 
pathways is mandatory, were 456,517 (89.6%) 
in 2016/17 and 455,062 (90.6%) in 2015/16 
compared to 89,752 (17.1%) in 2014/15. 
 
Tab. 2 - Students in SWA. School years 2014/15 – 
2015/16 – 2016/17 
 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2016, 2018). 
 
 
Even before “The Good School”, the SWA was 
quite widespread in technical and vocational 
schools, but the extension to lyceum schools 
performed in a very and deep innovative way, if 
we compare the new education format with the 
traditional school activities. With this practice, 
finally, the work-based learning entered all 
schools, even in those pathways traditionally 
considered unsuitable with learning through 
working experiences (such as lyceum). It is also 
a European unicum. Even in Germany, with the 
dual system, work-school experiences concern 
only technical and vocational institutes. In 
particular, looking at the distribution of students 
involved in SWA programs, across different 
upper-secondary education pathways, as shown 
in the following 3 tables, what stands out is that: 
 
i. lyceum students were 39,848 in 
2014/2015 raising to 451,162 in the 
school year 2016/17 (an improvement 
of 1,302%); 
ii. technical schools students were 100,041 
in 2014/15, they were more than double 
(221,546) the following school year, 
and they reached the peak in 2016/17 
with 289,560 (an overall increase of 
about 189%); 
iii. vocational schools students were 
133,226 in 2014/15 increasing to 197, 
254 in 2016/17 (+ 48%). 
  
 2014/2015  2015/2016  2016/2017  
Class Students % Students % Students % 
Total of schools 
3° anno 89,752 17.1 455,062 90.6 456,517 89.6 
4° anno 130,805 26.9 130,248 28.1 416,953 88.9 
5° anno 52,558 11.3 67,331 14.6 64,506 14.0 
Totale 273,115 18.5 652,641 45.8 937,976 65.2 
State schools 
3° anno 89,290 17.6 441,571 91.3 442,412 90.1 
4° anno 130,069 27.8 128,089 28.8 403,280 89.4 
5° anno 52,369 12.3 65,440 15.5 62,589 14.7 
Totale 271,728 19.4 635,100 47.0 908,281 66.5 
Private schools 
3° anno 462 2.3 13,491 71.8 14,105 76.0 
4° anno 737 3.5 2,159 11.5 13,673 76.7 
5° anno 189 0.5 1,891 5.1 1,917 5.4 
Totale 1,388 1.8 17,541 23.6 29,695 41.3 
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Tab. 3 – Students in SWA in different upper 
secondary education pathways and different classes. 
School year 2014/15 
 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2016). 
 
 
 
 
Tab. 4 – Students in SWA in different upper 
secondary education pathways and different 
classes.School year 2015/16. 
 
 
 
 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2018) 
 
  
2014/15 
Classes 
School pathways 3rd 4rd 5rd Total 
Students 
Lyceum schools 12,371 24,101 3,376 39,848 
Technical schools 31,592 54,489 13,960 100,041 
Vocational schools 45,789 52,215 35,222 133,226 
Total schools 89,752 130,805 52,558 273,115 
% 
Lyceum schools 31.0 60.5 8.5 100.0 
Technical schools 31.6 54.5 14.0 100.0 
Vocational schools 34.4 39.2 26.4 100.0 
Total schools 32.9 47.9 19.2 100.0 
2015/16 
Classes 
School pathways 3rd 4rd 5rd Total 
Students 
Lyceum schools 227,308 27,488 9,180 263.976 
Technical schools 140,699 54,316 26,531 221.546 
Vocational schools 87,055 48,444 31,620 167.119 
Total schools 455,062 130,248 67,331 652.641 
% 
Lyceum schools 86.1 10.4 3.5 100,0 
Technical schools 63.5 24.5 12.0 100,0 
Vocational schools 52.1 29.0 18.9 100,0 
Total schools 69.7 20.0 10.3 100,0 
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Tab. 5 – Students in SWA in different upper 
secondary education pathways and different 
classes. School year 2016/17 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2018). 
 
Also the involvement of labour market in 
developing SWA pathways have increased across 
the years, ranging from 145,235 to 196,753 
organisations (+21%). Most host organisations are 
represented by firms (63.8%) and professionals 
(14.8%). Other pathways were developed in 
schools (2.7%) or in other simulated context, for 
example in libraries (8.2%), in public 
administrations (1.3%), no-profit organizations 
(1.4%). 
 
Tab 6 – Organizations involved in SWA 
pathways. School years 2015/16 – 2016/1 
 
 
Source: MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi (2018). 
  
2016/17 
Classes 
School pathways 3rd 4rd 5rd Total 
Students 
Lyceum schools 231,587 211,946 7,629 451,162 
Technical schools 139,435 128,331 21,794 289,560 
Vocational schools 85,495 76,676 35,083 197,254 
Total schools 456,517 416,953 64,506 937,976 
% 
Lyceum schools 51.3 47.0 1.7 100.0 
Technical schools 48.2 44.3 7.5 100.0 
Vocational schools 43.3 38.9 17.8 100.0 
Total schools 48.7 44,5 6.9 100.0 
Organizations  2015/16 2016/17 
 
Firms 
 
a.t. 
 
90,035 
 
132,873 
 % 59.7 63-8 
Professionals a.t. 21.006 30,729 
 % 13,9 14.8 
Other a.t. 16,399 17,066 
 % 10.9 8.2 
Schools a.t. 5.291 5,609 
 % 3.3 2.7 
Voluntary sector organizations a.t. 1,847 2,956 
 % 1.2 1.4 
No-profit organizations a.t. 4,217 2,939 
 % 2.8 1.4 
Public administrations a.t. 3,665 2,643 
 % 2.4 1.3 
Profit-making organizations a.t. 2,775 1,938 
 % 1.8 0.9 
Total a.t. 145,235 196,753 
% % 100.0 100.0 
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Very interesting is the view expressed by the 
students about the SWA experience. According 
to the AlmaDiploma survey (2018), the SWA 
has been considered a very positive experience 
by young people: data show that satisfaction is 
greater precisely where it is most prevalent, 
especially among vocational and technical field 
of studies. In the great majority of cases the 
students who did it declared that: 
 
i. the tasks were clearly assigned (88.7%, 
percentage rising to 91.4% among 
vocational schools); 
ii. it was organised effectively (82.6%, 
percentage rising to 89.0% among 
vocational schools); 
iii. it was useful, more generally, for 
training (77.2%, percentage rising to 
91.6% among vocational schools); 
iv. the activities of company tutoring 
(77.6%) and scholastic (64.4%) were 
satisfactory (percentages that rose 
respectively to 86.1% and 79.5% among 
vocational schools); 
v. It was consistent with the school 
disciplines  (66.2%, percentage rising to 
84.4% among vocational schools). 
 
 
3. The educational value of SWA 
 
The SWA reflects a change in the vision of the 
whole Italian education and training system. 
Sequential for long time, it left the working 
experience mainly after at the end of the 
schooldays. The difficulties in entering the 
labour market and the high percentage of youth 
unemployment over the last years have forced 
institutions to look for more effective models 
and find different solutions. The German 
example of the “dual” system is at the base of 
this methodology, where theory is taught in 
educational institutions while practical skills are 
acquired at the workplace in the company 
(Cegolon, 2018a). In particular, SWA allows 
students from 15 years-old onwards to alternate 
working and learning periods following paths 
carried out under the responsibility of the school 
or the training institution. The young learner 
legally remains a student and the working 
experience does not stand for any business 
relationship set in a labour contract. 
The SWA has introduced three changes in the 
Italian school landscape: cultural, organisational 
an educational. On the cultural level, it is now 
possible to overcome the rigid division 
interposed in the years between school and 
work. As pointed out by Gentili (2012), the 
world of education in Italy (especially the 
technical and vocational schools) is connoted 
since the eighties of last century by a clear 
separation between industry and school, both of 
them closely self-referential. In this regard, 
even Bertagna (2013, 2011) argues that Italy is 
characterised by a strong idealistic model of the 
Gentile Reform, which considers school and 
work as two separate and inconsistent realities, 
that first comes the studies then the work. In 
this perspective the SWA appears as a valid tool 
through which the world of school and the 
world of work, starting from different needs and 
perspectives, can dialogue and enrich each other 
(Friso, 2014). 
At an organisational level, SWA introduces a 
new relationship between school and business. 
In recent years, numerous studies have dealt 
with the problem of the transfer of knowledge 
between the school and the work context. The 
most recent work-based learning research points 
out that students’ learning significance increases 
when experiences in the school and working 
environment are part of a common, shared and 
integrated project by all the actors (Cegolon, 
2017; Endedijk and Bronkhorst, 2014; Virtanen 
et al., 2014). The experiences of SWA in which 
students, teachers and tutors participate, implies 
an interaction between organisations and their 
members who regularly cross boundaries from 
one to the other. The contrasting points of view 
- for example about what should be learned at 
school to be competent in the labour market and 
how you can be competent and professional in 
the workplace based on the theories learned in 
the classroom - can be used to raise a 
participatory discussion leading to important 
learning in school-work activity systems or at 
the border between the two worlds, in the wake 
of what is called the Change Laboratory 
(Engeström et al., 1996; Virkkunen and 
Newnham, 2013). Based on what Akkerman 
and Bakker (2012) argues favorably the 
condition of students who, during SWA 
experiences, belong simultaneously to two 
systems of activity with different 
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communities, rules, tools and division of labor. 
The likely arising troubles, if discussed in a 
positive and capacitive atmosphere, involve 
positive aftermaths, that is  to overcome and 
improve  the interaction between the two 
interacting organisations. 
The emotional confrontation between the 
participants on the issues coming up and the 
emergence of different points of view generate 
new ideas. Progressively enriched with details 
they are put into practice with the relative 
adjustments and the progressively generalised 
and appropriated by  the entire organisation. In 
this perspective the SWA tends to modify both 
the structure of the class and the interactions 
between the administrative offices of the school 
and the world of the ex-school, that is the set of 
social and cultural economic realities operating 
in the territory (Gentili, 2003). The most 
immediate element of organisational novelty is 
the lack of the centrality of the “class group”: 
the SWA introduces organisational methods 
including groups of students that do not 
coincide with the traditional class group. The 
rigid division of the school day also disappears 
and, as happens at the university, teachers are 
no longer able to move to the classes where the 
children await them, but it is the boys who 
move to classes that, in a laboratory, do SWA. 
Furthermore, the SWA presupposes an organic 
relationship with the school, through the 
identification of a new and specific figure of 
reference: the person who is in charge of 
managing the SWA organization, which involve 
the task of managing the relationship with the 
companies and coordinating the school tutors 
working in close connection with the company 
tutors (Gentili, 2016). 
The most significant change introduced by the 
SWA, however, is the didactic implications, and 
can be defined as the transition from the 
quantitative to the qualitative side of the 
conception: from the contents of teaching to the 
methods of transmission of knowledge. The 
SWA, in fact, promotes the shift from a 
declarative knowledge to a procedural 
knowledge, situated, based on practice, 
requiring reflexive acts, in this way bringing 
about awareness and a continuous negotiation 
of meaning: it is up to the student, in situation, 
to activate reflective processes in order to re-
compose the sense of experience acting in a 
complex framework of meanings thus both 
giving rise to a constant negotiation with others 
and activating learning not only at the cognitive 
level, but also in the affective and relational side 
(Tino and Fedeli, 2015). More specifically, the 
aforementioned training methodology aims not 
only at the pure acquisition of technical skills, 
but also at the mobilization in the student of 
métis, or work intelligence (Gentili, 2012), 
considered as a set of mental attitudes 
combining intuition, sagacity, prediction, 
mental resilience, ability to cope, vigilant 
attention, sense of opportunity. In this sense, the 
SWA assumes educational value and becomes a 
paramount for the development of our personal 
identity. Being helped to develop self-
orientation and foreshadowing a professional 
scenario, the student can reflect on his 
expectations and initial representations, on 
activities carried out in the workplace, on the 
adequacy of the acquired knowledge and on the 
skills to be developed in the future. The SWA, 
therefore, contains three fundamental 
pedagogical values: the centrality of the person; 
the unity of knowledge, as a whole of theoría 
and téchne;  the affirmation of the fully cultural 
and educational value of practical activity 
(Sicurello, 2016). 
In this context, the student is no longer a 
container to be filled with notions, but an 
individual able both to develop personal skills 
to be spent both in private and professional life 
and use the disciplines in the best possible way. 
The SWA should not be considered as a path of 
recovery for the less gifted students, but as an 
educational opportunity for everyone. The 
technology has allowed to overcome the rigid 
work distinction between manual and 
intellectual. The SWA marks the meeting point 
between these two dimensions of work, 
integrated into the scholastic path. The work 
experience increases the motivation of young 
people, helps them to orient themselves in order 
to better understand their vocations, allows 
them to gain an overview of the production 
logic and business processes and, finally, to 
develop corporate culture. Inserted in a 
“community of practices”, the student identifies 
new aspects of knowledge related to the 
relationship with others, to the social and 
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territorial context, to the world of business and 
production. Being in the classroom and staying 
in relation with other people: these are two 
formative moments for the construction of the 
identity and boost the development of self-
evaluation forms of the self when involved in a 
concrete experience (Pozzi and Pocaterra, 
2007). 
In the face of these positive aspects, some 
critical issues have emerged during the 
implementation phase, and is useful to discuss. 
Firstly, some cases of labor exploitation of 
students as a labor force at no cost having a lot 
of echoes in the national media. However, 
according to the Ministery of Education, the 
number should be very limited. 
Secondly, many schools are reluctant to deal 
with SWA, especially in more traditionally-
biased teachers, anchored as often to a 
disciplinary and didactic approach especially in 
lyceum schools. They distrust SWA as 
something like a “wastes time” which hamper 
the completion of the standard programs of the 
Ministry. However, as Gentili points out (2016), 
teachers involved in excellent cases are also 
beneficiaries of a good SWA, which increases 
their professionalism and allows them to master 
innovative teaching methods. The best practices 
prove that the design and implementation of 
high quality SWA training paths allows teachers 
to acquire new points of view. Through the 
comparison with work in the company and more 
generally with working for projects, teachers 
discover the pros of new didactic modalities 
oriented to the growth of students’ relational, 
decision-making and diagnostic skills. All in all, 
teachers mature a personal enrichment to be 
profitably spent in every circumstance, not just 
only at school. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The recent reform of the Italian school - known 
as “The Good School” (Law No. 107/2015) - 
has introduced, as is well known, the obligation 
of SWA for all upper secondary school students 
(Article 1, par. 33). The clear goal of the reform 
was to build an all-Italian way to the dual 
system able to take into account the specificities 
of the national economy and to give new 
impetus to professional training through a 
greater involvement of the entrepreneurial 
system and the valorization of assets offered by 
the cultural sector. 
The SWA represents an opportunity for 
redevelopment and modernization of the Italian 
school system. Really, it is the first time that in 
one way or another firms are directly involved 
in the training design. Perhaps, it would be 
appropriate to make the participation of 
companies even more structural and meditated, 
whereas so far it has often appeared an episodic 
and superficial relation. On the other hand, it 
would also be necessary to make all this less 
bureaucratic for schools. One could even 
consider bringing this whole structure out of the 
education perimeter. Nonetheless, this first 
activation period has been encouraging. 
In this respect it is worth mentioning a survey 
of an important university center such as the 
AlmaLaurea. A recent research  has stressed  
that the activities of SWA, carried out during 
the studies, have a positive effect in terms of 
employment. In fact, considering the 
employment outcomes of graduates in 2017, 
interviewed one year after graduation, it is 
highlighted that, everything else being equal, 
taking part in SWA programmes increases by 
40.6% the probability of being occupied within 
one year from the title. Basically, the SWA, 
according to the report, does not seem to be an 
isolated experience, which ends with the 
diploma, but often results in a working 
relationship with the organization in which the 
student has completed the working periods 
envisaged by the project. Even though this 
experience does not yet apply to all graduates, 
the survey finds that, one year after the 
qualification, 20.2% of those who carried out 
the SWA was subsequently recalled by the 
company in which they performed this activity. 
Predictably, both technical (23.3%) and 
vocational (24.8%) graduates have received a 
subsequent proposal for collaboration from the 
company, considering that lyceum school 
students tend to continue their studies at 
university. In addition, among those who 
carried out SWA activities during their studies 
and were employed at the time of the interview, 
33% said they were working, even after a year 
from graduation, in the company where they 
had this experience - it is 31.4% % among 
technical schools students and 39.7% among 
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vocational schools students – (AlmaLaurea, 
2019). 
Given these encouraging figures, the recent 
decision by the Government to downsize the 
SWA scheme, set out in Law no. 107/2015, by 
cutting the number of hours spent in host 
organizations plus the reduction of funds by 
more than 50%, is a bad news. The basic idea 
seems to be like a return to the pre Good School 
situation, when SWA existed only in the form 
of optional projects, in the autonomy of 
individual institutions. 
In this view a proof is provided by the voiced 
change of the name. No more SWA 
programmes, in the future they will be labelled 
“paths for transversal skills and orientation”: it 
is away to design a new reality. Deleting the 
word “work” from the name of the new SWA 
and replacing it with the term “orientation”, the 
legislator’s conscience seems to be in more 
accordance with a kind of conservative, though 
outdated views. What seems at risk is the 
chance of lending time credibility even viability 
to the idea of co-designing with companies that 
are able to guarantee training experiences 
connected to the labor market. 
Consciously and equally irresponsibly if we 
consider the high rates of youth unemployment 
in our period, aggravated by the paradox of the 
skills mismatch characterising our labor market 
for some time, the way is open to a return of 
division – first the time of training then the time 
of work - in a strictly chronological perspective. 
First we study, and only and then, 
paradoxically, at the end of the training process, 
we propose ourselves to the labor market, still 
lacking the so-called “soft skills”, or 
interpersonal skills, such as working in a group, 
ability to adapt and solve the problems. Only 
provided by the experience of the job, these 
should be the main competences, those eagerly 
required by companies in young people. 
The Minister of Education has tried to justify 
the change of semantics with the need to pass 
the message that the SWA paths are not 
alternative to teaching, but must be integrated 
with it (see the Question time regarding the 
SWA with the Minister of Education at the 
Chamber of Deputies on Wednesday 5 
December 20181). 
Maybe this sounds like an excusatio non petita 
culpa manifesta. As said before, the actual 
choice behind the change of the name is to 
eliminate the word work from their 
configuration, thus highlighting a conception of 
ancient teaching, made with only school desks. 
In a world more and more connoted by a 
demand of concreteness, practical realisation, 
and know how to do, the only space should be 
for a kind of knowledge which can connect 
theory with the real experience, where abstract 
earning becomes skill, the capacity of solving 
concrete problems: this was and is the real sense 
of SWA which is on the way to be thrown away 
weaken overlooking the good results got. In 
effect, beyond some weaknesses and 
difficulties, inevitable at an early stage and 
which can be overcome through reflection on 
experience and through collaboration, the 
mandatory courses of SWA, introduced by “The 
Good School”, have actually helped students to 
more easily enter the labor market 
(AlmaDiploma, 2019). Moreover, the general 
and overall satisfaction with the SWA paths has 
shown, on the one hand, how this activity is 
now consolidated and rooted in the educational 
offer of the upper secondary schools, in 
particular in the technical and vocational 
institutes, where the SWA was already planned 
in the study plans, optional or institutional, well 
before Law No. 107/2015. On  the other hand, it 
is a matter of course that the obligation also 
extended to the lyceum schools did not weaken 
the path but rather allowed an increase in the 
types and a differentiation of activities and 
methodologies. Extended also to the 
recreational and cultural services and centered 
more and more on the acquisition of transversal 
skills, these can be used in any context, not just 
work. 
For these reasons, the Government’s backward 
step is incomprehensible. Certainly a bad omen 
both for the students and teachers who 
nevertheless had gone on even when the wind 
 
1 Notes on the prospects of school-work alternation, 
also in relation to the events of monitoring the 
education, university and research systems 2017-2018 - 
n. 3-00365. 
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was not fair, but trusting to look at  the future. 
And that’s why  – families, schools, work 
associations – still meritoriously hope that the 
game is still in play and the  SWA’s experiences 
are not definitely set aside.  
 
Andrea Cegolon 
Università di Macerata 
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